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CHAIRPERSON’S REPORT 
 
As you, our valued funders and friends, read this report, I hope that you will feel as inspired 
and uplifted as I was in hearing about the incredible work of our Sophiatown Community 
Psychological Services (SCPS) team. As always, we thank our generous funders who believe in 
this work and continue to support it. Without this ongoing support and belief in the mission 
of SCPS, our clients would not have been able to progress and improve their lives in the way 
that they have. 
Year on year, as we view the social and economic landscape in South Africa, we continue to 
be saddened and shocked by the inhumane conditions that the most vulnerable in our society 
live in. In 2019 the same pervasive problems of poverty, gender based violence, abuse of 
children, xenophobia, lack of ability of government to address these issues and provide basic 
services, meant that the SCPS team had to face incredible challenges to serve their clients. In 
September 2019, another wave of xenophobic violence led to our staff working in situations 
where they were literally placing themselves in danger.  
With 2019 marking 25 years of the ending of the apartheid era, we are reminded about how 
we hoped that this would allow all South Africans to live with dignity, however political 
freedom has not brought true freedom for all South Africans. In the words of Madiba’s trusted 
friend and fellow freedom fighter, Ahmed Kathrada, “When I say we have achieved dignity as 
human beings, we must always still be aware that the challenges are no longer apartheid. The 
challenges are poverty, hunger, malnutrition, unemployment, housing – those are the 
challenges. And there is no dignity in poverty, there is no dignity in hunger, so we cannot be 
satisfied in what we have achieved.”  
The Sophiatown team work tirelessly to restore the dignity of their clients and help them to 
believe they are entitled to live lives that are dignified and meaningful. This task has become 
more and more daunting as clients do not arrive at SCPS asking for psychological services 
which is the offering of our team. They deposit their sense of hopelessness resulting from the 
multitude of social and economic difficulties that they struggle with. They hope for miracles, 
and, while they may not walk away with what they initially had asked for, often the changes 
that they experience in their lives are indeed miraculous! 
Interventions that help our clients process trauma and loss, strengthen families in their many 
different forms, promote emotional literacy in young people, and psychologically empower 
communities. This empowerment enables our clients to take control of their lives and improve 
them in a sustainable way. SCPS’s ongoing support of leaders and staff of other NPOs has 
ensured that these organisations are strengthened to continue with the valuable work that 
they do. We are pleased to report that our Legal and Advocacy Officer, employed in 2018, 
continues to assist many of our clients to deal with pressing legal issues, enabling them to live 
with a greater sense of security and allowing them to access basic services. Despite incredible 
difficulties, the Psycho-Social Rights Forum remains a voice that advocates for the rights of 
migrants and displaced families. The Ethics Café as well as other ethics related initiatives, also 
started in 2018, has demonstrated SCPS’s commitment to promoting ethical practice within 
the NPO sector. 
While we can truly say that 2019 has been another successful year for SCPS, we know that this 
was not achieved without the unwavering commitment and dedication of the Sophiatown 
team in incredibly difficult circumstances. Thank you to our leaders, counsellors, community 
workers, administrative and support staff for never being daunted by the tough environment 
you work in and for being the miracle workers who have transformed so many lives.    
Johanna and Mpumi, thank you for your nurturing leadership of the Sophiatown team. The 
2019 year brought many challenges in terms of management of staff and resources and you 
have continued to be principled and ethical leaders ensuring that your team continues to grow 
in their development and are strong and empowered. 
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I would also like to thank my fellow board members for willingly sharing their time and special 
skills which contributes to the sustainability and smooth running of SCPS. At the beginning of 
2019, the addition of a new member has strengthened the board and provided additional 
support to the leadership team.  
Again, in ending, I would like to thank our funders who, in this difficult global climate that they 
too operate in, continue to trust that their investment into the communities that SCPS serves 
will continue to yield the amazing results that we see. 

DIRECTOR’S REPORT 
 

Overview 
 
Every year brings its own challenges, many of these accumulating across time, especially in 
times of global and national power struggles and the social and economic decline that comes 
in their wake. In a collective creative writing exercise, the Sophiatown team summarized the 
very personal feel and sound of 2019: 
 
A day in the life of Sophie 
 
My children have not eaten for three days- help me 
My dad is always fighting with me- help me 
The metro took all my stock- help me 
My boyfriend says the baby I am carrying is not his- help me 
I want to get to Canada- help me 
My mother’s boyfriend sleeps with me- help me 
My father’s family does not know I exist- help me 
My daughter is cutting herself all the time- help me 
I want to see the white lady- help me 
Home Affairs has rejected my application for asylum- help me 
My children are selling the clothes off my back to buy drugs- help me 
They say I am a witch because my child is disabled- help me 
My son has been kicked out of the school- help me 
I can’t find work, can’t pay the rent, can’t buy food- help me 
 
We need to get refugee status- do something 
We can’t eat the food at the shelter- do something 
We don’t have money for school fees- do something 
The landlord won’t allow us to grow flowers- do something 
We are sleeping at Park Station since we arrived- do something 
We have been waiting for an RDP house for 15 years- do something 
Our children have taken our SASSA cards- do something 
The e-pap we are given won’t feed the whole family- do something 
There are hundreds of migrant children out of school in this area- do something 
The children in this crèche are being beaten by their teachers- do something 
 
 This woman came to the Department with her problems- she needs counselling 
 This man has a legal appeal pending- he needs a psychological assessment 
 Our joint funder wants us to collaborate- we need counselling for 200 children 
 This woman must leave the shelter tomorrow with nowhere to go- she needs counselling 
We can no longer pay rent for this family- they need counselling 
This father is abusing his daughter sexually - he needs counselling 
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We have 30 children not coping in class- they need counselling 
We can’t manage these boys in our aftercare project- they need counselling  
We don’t have enough places of safety for children in need of care- they need counselling  
 
Your report makes excellent bedtime reading, but- we want numbers 
Your log frames are improving, but- we want more measurable baselines and outcomes 
Your numbers are impressive, but- we want them segregated by gender 
We realize all your clients are Black, but- we will fund Black South Africans only for our BBEEE 
points 
The overview of all your programmes is interesting, but- we want reports only on what we 
fund 
We know about load-shedding, resource constraints and violent protests, but- we want 
reports on time  
We understand that you serve the poorest communities, but- we want you to become self-
sustainable 
We realize that advocacy work takes time, but- we want to see results by the end of the 
funding period 
 
The government is preparing an amendment bill that will further restrict our rights- say 
something 
We need input on the current scourge of gender violence- say something 
You know that officials in schools and hospitals are taking bribes- say something 
People report gross human rights violations to you all the time- say something 
Migrants are waiting for outcomes of their asylum applications for years- say something 
We are conducting research and need access to your information- say something 
 
A day in the life of Sophie 
 
What is reflected in these recurring demands is the general state of South African society and 
the world at large. It must be noted that very few of the clients who come into the counselling 
centres in Bertrams and Westdene, or meet with the counsellors in the community halls of 
Noordgesig and Mzimhlophe come with a direct request for counselling because they are 
aware that they are struggling with the emotional and psychological effects of traumatic 
events in their lives, or even more rarely that they want to work through difficult experiences 
for the sake of personal growth and a deeper sense of self-awareness. Most come with issues 
related to the daily stressors of surviving in contexts of poverty, gender and criminal violence, 
domestic abuse, xenophobia, and the pervasive indifference of the state to the needs and 
problems endemic in marginalized communities. Many of the problems presented when 
people first make contact with Sophiatown reflect a degree of learned helplessness, which in 
many cases has been internalized into a profound sense of apathy, and results in the 
expectation that counsellors, community workers, social workers, and therapists can 
somehow fix the situation in the family or community with little or no agency on the part of 
the person seeking the help in the first place. 
 
While many of the individuals usually seeking help for themselves and/or their family 
members eventually do commit to some form of counselling, there is also a multitude of 
demands from people who do not wish to engage in any form of relationship with a helping 
professional, but instead expect some kind of intervention in the form of food and rent relief, 
access to schooling, and assistance with documentation; once again reflecting not only the 
continued violation of the right to services, but also the absence of cohesive structures in 
communities which could advocate for improved service delivery. In the migrant communities 
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of the inner city this is particularly evident as the familial, social, ethnic, and political conflicts 
which led people to migrate from or flee their home countries in the first place, continue to 
be re-enacted in the impoverished ghettoes that have sprung up all over the central parts of 
the city.  Competition for scarce resources is intense and this creates a fertile environment for 
ruthless exploitation by illegal landlords as well as a host of self-appointed agents taking 
money from people with the promise of helping them to migrate to Canada or other countries 
which almost all migrants have endowed with great expectations of a “better life.” 
 
There is no doubt that the NGO sector is in a state of crisis, which continues to be exacerbated 
by the almost total failure of governmental agencies to provide constitutionally mandated 
services to all who live in the country. Marginalized communities inevitably bear the brunt of 
this failure. Thus while getting an ID document may be a relatively smooth process for a young 
person from a background of relative affluence, for a 18 year old from an impoverished 
background whose mother left her in the care of the father just after she was born, it can take 
years of repeated visits, affidavits, and legal interventions until she finally holds the document 
in her hand. In the meantime, she cannot access subsidized tertiary education, or work 
opportunities, and cannot apply for a bank account, a driver’s licence, or a birth certificate for 
her child. For migrants the situation is even worse as the same Department of Home Affairs 
continues to engage in illegal but deeply entrenched practices to keep migrants out of the 
country, or to get rid of them as fast as possible- all of this with complete impunity.  
 
With the state failing in its duties on a large scale, it is left to NGOs 
to respond to the desperate pleas of families and communities in 
distress. Like Sophiatown CPS, many non-profit organizations are 
forced or tempted to overstep the margins of what was initially their 
core function in order to accommodate the ever growing demand 
for services which should be provided by the state, especially as they 
relate to access to education, health, documentation and protection 
services. Organizations that are partially subsidized by the state, 
struggle with the incessant demand for numbers, at the expense of 
the quality of the service they initially set out to provide, and human 
resources are often diverted from direct services to meet the 
bureaucratic demands of reporting to the state departments 
providing some of the funding, often months behind in schedule. 
Moreover, most organizations cannot survive without additional 
funding from the private sector, and with resources also slowly 
drying up in their arena, the number of viable service providers still 
standing diminishes consistently year on year. The result for the 
Sophiatown team is that more and more organizations, who themselves 
cannot cope with the demand for their services, refer people to Sophiatown CPS under the 
guise that they need counselling (which they usually do) in the hope that once a therapeutic 
relationship has been established, Sophiatown will then not be able to say no to the person’s 
desperate material (or educational, health, protection, and documentation) need which the 
referring agency can no longer meet.  
 
With the global economy itself being in a state of crisis, international funding agencies which 
support the work of non-governmental organizations in South Africa, also seem to be under 
increasing pressure from their governments who in turn tend to lean more and more towards 
right wing nationalism and populism. South Africa’s own ranking on the global corruption 
index does little to inspire the confidence of the funding world and NGOs cannot claim to be 
blameless in this regard. This may explain, at least in part, the ever-tighter accountability and 
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reporting standards set by funders. While perfectly understandable in this context, funder 
requirements tend to consume more and more of scarce skills and leadership resources. 
Leaders in the Sophiatown CPS’s community of practice tend to have to spread their time 
between direct professional work with beneficiaries, supervising and developing their teams, 
carrying out the organization’s HR functions, as well as fund-raising and managing 
relationships with diverse funding partners. Burn-out and compassion fatigue are constant 
risks and it is to the credit of many leaders that despite the complexity and urgency of 
demands requiring their attention at all hours of the day, they continue to be driven by a 
passion for quality services and social transformation.   
 
Civil society has become more active in recent years, a healthy sign for a young democracy 
that continues to be heavily burdened by its past. Awareness campaigns, protests, and 
litigation against unjust laws are organized around a wide range of social justice issues 
including the continued marginalization of and brutality against the LGBTI community, the 
systemically entrenched xenophobic practices of state departments, the lack of basic services 
in informal settlements and other impoverished communities, the shortage of ARVs in state-
run clinics,  and the failure of the state to effectively address the ongoing scourge of gender 
violence and child abuse, as well as the endemic abuse of substances destroying the lives and 
futures of hundreds of thousands of young people. Organizations working at grass roots level 
with people are witness to the very personal impact these social injustices have on the most 
intimate details of people’s lives, and in many ways are best equipped to bring these into the 
realm of public consciousness through carefully considered engagement with advocacy 
organizations, print and digital media, as well as radio and television. However, given the 
constant state of crisis service providers find themselves in, there is little or no time for such 
engagement, even when the need to speak out, organize and campaign is glaringly obvious. 
One example is the Refugee Amendment Bill which was signed into law on 27 December 2019. 
If implemented according to the letter of the law, this Bill will make the already extremely 
stressful lives of migrants and asylum-seekers intolerable in the country, effectively forcing 
them to return to their home countries (and face death by hunger or persecution) or to go 
underground with no right to access any of the services vital for their survival. While there has 
been some outrage expressed in the media, the few organizations advocating for the rights of 
migrant communities, and those providing services are so overwhelmed, that to date the 
response remains poorly coordinated and largely unacknowledged in the public realm. There 
are many such examples, including the proposed plan of the Department of Social 
Development to close child and youth care centres and return all the children who have been 
rescued from horrendous situations of starvation, neglect, and abuse, back to the very 
situations which led to them being placed in care in the first place-  citing a model of de-
institutionalization which is reported to have been successful in Ireland, but which is certain 
to result in disaster if imported into the South African context.  
 
Numbers do not tell stories- but people do. People’s real stories must not only be told, but 
also heard, felt, and acknowledged for real change to happen in our society. This report is one 
humble attempt to do justice to both the suffering and the enormous potential for change in 
families and communities.  
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Sophiatown West 
 
Individual and Family-Based Counselling  
 
A total of 368 women, men, and children made use of individual and/or group and family 
interventions offered by the team of counsellors, and community and social workers based in 
the centre in Westdene and reaching out to the communities of Noordgesig, Mzimhlophe, 
Orlando and the informal settlements of Zamimpilo, Joe Slovo, and Mlamlamkunzi.  

 
When combining age and gender statistics, as illustrated in the graph below, it is once again 
evident that while the gender distribution is more or less balanced in childhood and 
adolescence, most help-seekers in adulthood are women. This can only be interpreted in 
terms of the prevailing patriarchal culture which on the one hand expects men to be tough 
and in control of their emotional lives, and on the other relegates all duties of care for children 
and other vulnerable family members to girls and women. 

 

 
 

An overwhelming number of clients came seeking help with family and relationship difficulties 
with intimate partner violence being a dominant theme that emerged in the adult client 
group. The inability to manage anger is another concerning observation which confirms once 
more that South Africa is indeed an incredibly angry nation. At least half of the adult clients 
seen had experienced severe abuse and/or neglect in childhood, while almost two thirds were 
grieving the loss of loved ones.   

 
On average clients attended 12 sessions (with the range extending from 3 to over 100) and by 
the end of the year the majority were expected to return in the new year. The most significant 
changes witnessed by counsellors relate to the ability to explore, express, and contain 
emotions. There were also significant improvements in client’s sense of agency and their 
ability to cope with daily stressors. Many clients reported that family relationships had 
improved, and a number of women made the courageous decision to leave abusive intimate 
relationships. Positive changes were also observed in the way clients took up the challenge to 
improve education or livelihood and in the way they parented their children.  
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Children and adolescents tend to be brought in by caregivers expressing concern about 
behavioural, emotional, or learning difficulties. In the South African context, it is not surprising 
that most of the children had lost at least one caregiver to death or abandonment, and/or are 
embroiled in situations of conflicts in their homes. The work with children focuses very much 
on helping children identify the source of their distress, developing an emotional vocabulary, 
and being given the opportunity to express long suppressed feelings in a safe space, all of 
which contributes to improvements in behaviour, learning, and emotional well-being.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mamzi is a 32-year-old community health care worker.  She was referred for individual counselling 
because of multiple traumatic experiences which she was struggling to cope with- including 
childhood abuse, exposure to HIV/AIDS, multiple losses, intimate partner violence, and conflict 
with her teenage daughter. She lives with her partner who is also HIV+ as well as their two 
children, aged 16 and 16 months. Her teenage daughter from another relationship lives with her 
father’s relatives. 
 
Mamzi was first raped by a cousin when she was 8 years old. She always yearned for a relationship 
with her mother but only got to know her when she was already an adult. Her first boyfriend was 
shot dead when she was 17 years old. She lost two close friends to AIDS. The relationship with her 
partner was punctuated by violent fights and her relationship with the eldest daughter was 
fraught with conflict. In addition, her work with terminally ill and elderly patients is extremely 
stressful, it’s emotional impact unsupported by the organization, while the small stipend she gets 
as a volunteer is not enough to feed her children.  
 
Mamzi has made excellent use of the counselling sessions offered to her. After just 6 sessions she 
felt able to take control of her life again. With the help of extended family members, she has 
confronted her abuser who finally acknowledged the abuse and asked for forgiveness. She has 
disclosed the rapes to her partner who has been incredibly supportive, and this has strengthened 
their relationship. While the relationship with the daughter is still tense, she visits her on the way 
back from work every afternoon and gradually they are beginning to talk to each other. She has 
also reduced her alcohol intake.  
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Siyalalela 

Siyalalela (We are listening) is project which reaches out to individuals and families in informal 
settlements and other impoverished communities. Two community workers visit these 
communities on a weekly basis to identify and support people who are living with HIV and 
have little or no access to services. Many of these women (and a handful of men) have lifelong 
histories of abuse and neglect. Alienated from their families for many years; dependent on 
alcohol; stuck in abusive relationships; with little education and no regular income, they lack 
the motivation, knowledge and social support needed for them to comply with hospital 
appointments and treatment regimes.  On first contact, many are already very sick either 
because they cannot accept the reality of their HIV status, or because they have defaulted 
from treatment. In 2019, the community workers have attended to a total of 40 clients, all 
these living with HIV and caring for a total of 37 children. Most of these clients are middle-
aged or older. 
 
The greatest obstacles in this project, as reported by the community workers, related to 
access to clients in the crime ridden community of Zamimpilo, the tendency of many clients 
to default from their treatment regime, and the lack of support from family members.  
 
In Zamimpilo there are a lot of illegal miners and crime is a major problem. There are lots of men all 
over the place. The illegal miners have their machinery which makes a lot of noise, causes a lot of dust, 
and makes the place look dusty. The mining also pollutes the water that comes from their machinery 
when they wash the gold and then flows through the squatter camp. One day we found the whole place 
surrounded by police and could not get in. It is scary because of the crime, and the violence and the 
killings (Community workers’ report) 

Abongile is a 16-year-old girl who was abandoned by her mother when she was in Grade 5 and 
has not been to school since. She was reported to have been physically and emotionally abused 
by her mother in her early childhood, and subsequently by people in the village who used her 
for hard physical labour. For years Abongile had been left to fend for herself. 
A visiting woman took her back to Soweto where she and her husband are caring for their own 
three children, as well as 4 children from their extended families whose parents died in the 
AIDS pandemic.  
 
When Abongile was first referred for counselling, she was extremely depressed and withdrawn. 
She had suicidal thoughts and was grieving for a father she had never known, as well as for a 
mother’s care and nurturance. Once she started trusting her counsellor, she shared that she 
suffered from terrifying nightmares. She was very angry with her mother but had never been 
allowed to express her feelings.  
 
11 sessions later, Abongile has established a strong bond with her counsellor and has started 
to initiate conversations and to ask questions. Letter writing helped her to open up about the 
most painful experiences of her life, and over time she has learnt to manage pain without 
suppressing it. She is also beginning to form deeper bonds with her adoptive family. Always a 
loner, she has begun to go out to play with other children, and most recently has managed to 
taxi ride from her home to the Mzimhlophe community hall on her own. Although she still 
reports nightmares, and often cries, she is no longer suicidal. Every effort is now being made 
to ensure that she gets a birth certificate, so that she can resume her education. 
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The community workers have also observed that even if clients do take their medication 
regularly, many still seem to get ill with cancer or develop epileptic seizures. While the 
numbers are too small to draw any conclusions, this would be an interesting area to research 
further. Access to general health and emergency services remains severely restricted. Eye 
tests and prescription glasses as well as ambulance services, for example need to be paid for, 
and hospital patients who cannot pay the prescribed 
fees of R150 are increasingly refused treatment if 
their debts accumulate beyond a certain point. 
Another problem is the increasing number of people 
who do not have proper personal documentation. 
This is largely due to poverty, to generations of family 
break ups and dysfunction caused by internal 
migration, as well as the increasingly rigid 
bureaucracy in the Department of Home Affairs. 
When parents do not have ID documents, they 
cannot apply for birth certificates for their children, 
and in a context of general apathy this means that 
another generation is growing up without access to 
services.  
 
All this being said, there are also many achievements. 
One amazing story is that of the woman, who having 
benefitted from the Siyalalela project herself, is now 
making her shack available for the community 
workers to use as a central service point. Not only 
does she recruit new clients and invites them into her 
home on the days the community workers are due to 
come into the Slovo informal settlement, but she also 
offers them a breakfast of porridge and tea.  
 
With the support of their supervisors, the Siyalalela 
team has become much more intentional in the 
counselling they offer as they sit on upturned buckets 
in shacks and RDP houses.  
 
We have done more counselling this year. We are growing deeper with the clients, using the Tree of Life 
exercise to get to know their stories, their trauma, and their 
resources (Community workers’ report)  
 
The positive changes observed (often after many visits 
over months or years) include improvements in self-
care and grooming, compliance with medication, the 
quality of care given to children, and engagement with 
community activities. A significant number of clients 
also made more active efforts to improve income 
generation, mainly through recycling of waste 
materials in and around the communities.  
 
 

 

  

Sizwe is a mother of 3 children living in Zamimpilo 
with her boyfriend who is abusing her physically and 
financially. She was orphaned and an early age and 
left in the care of an uncle and his wife. Both she and 
her sister were repeatedly raped by their cousins 
throughout their childhood. She finally escaped to 
Johannesburg to find refuge with her mother’s 
friend. She was diagnosed with HIV in 2004.  Over the 
years she has tried to separate from her partner on 
several occasions, but always takes him back.  
 
The community workers have done 24 home visits to 
date. It took a long time for Sizwe to open up about 
her HIV status.  Initially she avoided the visits by 
simply not being at home. When she finally engaged 
with the community workers, she found it easier to 
acknowledge that she was suffering from both TB 
and epilepsy. Over time, however, she has become 
more open, and learnt to express her feelings, often 
crying bitterly as she spoke about her anger at the 
uncle’s failure to protect her and her sister. 
 
When the partner refused to buy nappies and 
formula for the new baby, the community workers 
encourage Sizwe to take the matter to the 
maintenance court. He was ordered to pay 
maintenance of R1000 a month and this together 
with the child support grant is helping her to support 
her children. 
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Khula Nathi  

The Khula Nathi project started some 5 years back as a psycho-educational initiative for 13 
primary school children affected by HIV/AIDS. It has since transformed into a systemic 
intervention programme targeting the 8 families from which these children are drawn. This 
means supporting families in their efforts to give their children the best physical, educational 
and emotional care possible in very difficult economic, social and historical contexts, often by 
challenging dysfunctional behaviour patterns, confronting patriarchal power relations, and 
encouraging young people to find their own voices and dreams. In addition, very practical 
assistance is given in terms of facilitating food 
relief, access to services, and funding educational 
needs or opportunities, especially for young 
people who have dropped out of school. 
 
Much of the work to date has been shaped by the 
skills, enthusiasm, commitment, and personality of 
Mthetheleli Kambula, the coordinator of this 
intervention who left for Germany mid-year. 
When the time came on 20 July for a final farewell 
ceremony, we were astonished to have 47 people 
arrive- and that was not counting the babies and 
toddlers in arms.  
 
Despite the shadow of Mthe’s departure hanging 
over this activity, five families have been worked with 
intensively in the period under review.  

 
Family trees are useful tools in understanding the historical narratives and current dynamics 
in households and extended families and help practitioners to identify critical needs or 
fractures which need to be addressed. Four families were invited to come one by one for a 
Saturday morning to work jointly on creating a visual image of their family structure and 
exploring together the stories, problems and opportunities that emerged from it. The use of 
a felt board and cut out felt figures of different colours made it possible not only to align 
people in terms of their biological lineage but also to move the figures in the process of the 
conversation to indicate geographical and/or emotional distances from the primary members 
of households. Complex pictures and heated discussions emerged as children actively took 
part in painting a lively, though often conflict-ridden picture of their familial realities, often 
confronting the adults who tended to fudge over the fault lines rather than highlighting them. 
This genogram activity gave us a much clearer picture of the impact of historical, cultural, and 

The P Family consists of a mother with 2 girls living in a shack in the backyard of an RDP house. The 
youngest daughter, aged 10, is HIV+ while the older, aged 14, has quite serious learning difficulties. The 
mother sporadically has work but tends to rely more on income from the alcohol she brews in her home. 
One of the main concerns here has been exposure of the children to the alcohol. The older girl, F (also an 
original member of the Khula Nathi), sells the beer when her mother is not around and both girls have 
acknowledged that they frequently “taste” it.  In response to several conversations around this, the 
mother has committed not to use the girls to sell the alcohol and to keep it safely stored away from 
them.  Efforts have been made to get in contact with F’s father to secure maintenance from him. So far 
this has not been successful. In the meantime, SCPS has committed to help the family with R400 per 
month rent for the shack they are living in. 
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political factors on the dynamics playing themselves out in each household; and the impact of 
this in turn on the well-being and resilience of each family member. 
 

 
 
 

Group-based Interventions 
 
Sivuyile  
16 primary school children who had lost at least one parent attended the weekly Sivuyile 
group for bereaved children throughout the year. This was a particularly reserved group of 
youngsters who had never learnt to play and have fun in ways appropriate for their age; even 
after the three day camp which focused on giving the children a chance to express and release 
their feelings of grief, loss, and abandonment, this remained a cause for concern and led to 
extra resources being allocated in the second half of the hear for outings and fun activities. 
This helped the children to step out of their parentified roles at least for some of the time and 
enter the more spontaneous realm of childhood. 
 
By the end of the year all the children begun to visualize a future for themselves beyond their 
limits of their present circumstances by exploring their talents and gifts. Those who had at 
least a minimal source of support at home, also grew in their ability to cope with daily stressors 
and identify and act on their own emotional needs: 
 

- When I am angry, I go and play soccer with my friends 
- When feeling sad and lonely, I draw pictures 

 

Terminating with this group was difficult for the children and counsellors alike, at least in part 
due to the perception that most of the children were returning to social and familial 
environments which had not changed significantly. The lack of parental involvement remains 
a serious concern which was shared by the teachers from the school from which most of the 
children were drawn. A final meeting scheduled with the parents had to be cancelled due to 
the lack of response.  
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But on the final day, the children expressed their appreciation in ways we could have only 
dreamt of earlier in the year. They opened, behaved like children, sang and danced, played, 
and made a lot of noise.  
 
 

 
 
 
Thandanani 
The 2019 Thandanani group for grandmothers has been very stable in 2019.  Fourteen 
grandmothers aged between 47 and 90 years regularly attended the fortnightly meetings, all 
taking care of grandchildren because their own children are either deceased or unable or 
unwilling to take care of their own children.   
 
The bereavement retreat in the first half was for many of the grandmothers the first and only 
chance they had to speak about the loved ones they had lost, to cry, and to reach out to each 
other with a sense of genuine care and solidarity. Many arrived on the Friday afternoon with 
serious somatic complaints, all of which had disappeared when they left for home on Sunday 
afternoon, evidence once again of the critical link between physical and emotional well-being. 
Following the retreat, the focus shifted to parenting issues: 
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About half of the group did not know how to talk to teenagers, except for criticising them when they did 
something wrong. The parenting skills we did in the group did a lot to improve this. Four grannies 
complained that they did not know what to do with their teenage grandchildren and their babies. The 
girls would come home very late, expecting the granny to care for them in the night. The grannies would 
get very angry but still look after the babies (Counsellor’s report)  
 

By the end of the year, 11 of the 14 women in this group indicated that they felt less depressed 
and overwhelmed by the demands placed on them. Ten reported that their relationships with 
their grandchildren had improved significantly, and every participant had found someone they 
could connect to outside of the group. When the group closed at the end of November it was 
clear that these bonds would persist, as the women had already started visiting each other 
and responding to each other’s crises. Many also demonstrated a greater sense of agency 
outside of the group: one grandmother joined a women’s gym group, and four started small 
businesses, including one who set up a garden in her yard and is now selling the vegetables 
she is growing.  
 
Granny E was very quiet, not saying anything to her great-granddaughter who would leave her to look 
after her two children and a small baby. Once a month the young woman would come to collect the 
child support grants and then disappear for weeks.  In the group Granny E learnt to express how she 
feels and absorbed the message that she matters too. When she noticed that the great granddaughter 
was pregnant with her fourth child, she told that she would not look after this new baby and making it 
clear that she was abusing her by forcing her to look after the children. Now the woman is staying at 
home and not stealing the grant anymore, but buying clothes for the children instead (Counsellor’s 
report) 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leseding 
This is a group for adults living with HIV and AIDS which 15 members joined at the beginning 
of the year.  The objective of the group is to integrate psycho-educational input about HIV 
with opportunities for people to share their lived experiences, to process traumatic life events 
and to support them in their journey of disclosure to their partners and family members. The 
facilitators also work on parenting skills and on helping participants reconnect with long 
forgotten dreams and aspirations.  
 
Once the group had been through the initial stages of bonding and setting its norms and 
values,   the process focused on the experience of loss, which for many of the participants is 
tied less to the diagnosis of HIV than to the events and choices which preceded infection with 
the disease. When the theme “turning back the clock” was introduced, all the group members 
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spoke about broken promises, broken dreams, and broken families. Several people had 
suffered such severe abuse and trauma in their lives that they were also referred for individual 
counselling. Given this level of dysfunction, mostly dating back to early childhood, it is 
therefore also not surprising that none of the members of the group had gone for voluntary 
testing. All were already very ill and/or pregnant when they were tested for HIV and started 
treatment.  

 
It also became evident that there is a lack of basic information around HIV and the procedures 
required for testing and monitoring. The group developed their own “clinic” drama which 
helped them come to grips with the importance of testing, regular check-ups, and compliance 
with medication. A lifestyle of alcohol abuse and multiple sexual partners complicates the 
picture and we anticipate that the journey ahead with this group is still going to be long and 
tough. However, by the end of the year the group is starting to show encouraging signs of 
solidarity and responsiveness. Individual members are also gaining agency. 
 
Mpho always relied on family members and men for survival and at first never saw anything wrong with 
that. After months of encouraging to make other plans of taking care of herself, she has started a small 
business of selling sweets and other stuff to school children. She shared that there has been changes in 
her life and she’s able to provide for her daughter as well instead of only relying on the daughter’s father. 
This has boosted her confidence and we’re seeing that she responds to men differently by taking charge 
and having a voice (Counsellor’s report) 

 
 
Boys Lekgotla 
Due to the break between the departure of one facilitator for this group and the initiation of 
a new counsellor, this group was interrupted for several months.  However, the bonds 
established between the boys early in the 
year were strong enough for them to 
maintain communication through 
WhatsApp during the long break, which in 
turn motivated them to  return when the 
group resumed in October with Tshepo 
Nyembe as its new facilitator.  
 
Tshepo, who is a trained and experienced 
child and youth care worker, started the 
process off by asking the boys to come up 
with topics and issues which affected their 
lives. The theme of gender immediately 
came up and has dominated most of the 
conversations so far, indicating the extent 
of the work that needs to be done to 
change attitudes and confront patriarchal 
stereotypes: 
 
Most of the boys believe that they are at less risk than girls because they cannot fall pregnant and are 
less likely to be raped. They believe that a man is the head of the household. All this thinking is influenced 
by culture and religion. One of the objectives of this group is to shape young men’s thinking so that they 
can make informed decisions as they enter adulthood, I asked them to separate their thinking about 
gender from the cultural and religious stereotypes. (Facilitator’s report) 
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Another issue that emerged spontaneously related to the boys’ ability to imagine a future for 
themselves. While they claimed that they have more and bigger dreams for their future than 
girls, when this was probed in more depth it soon became evident that none of the boys in 
the group had any idea of what they wanted to do with their lives beyond school, again 
highlighting the social and emotional impoverishments of their familial and educational 
environments.  
 
 
The Girls Lekgotla 
Unfortunately, this group for teenage girls had to come to a premature end due to 
circumstances beyond our control. After the winter holidays the principal of the school from 
which the girls are drawn and which also provides the venue for the sessions, contacted the 
facilitator of this group, and informed her that the Department of Education had instructed 
her to extend lessons until 15:00 due to the fact that the grades 11s and 12s had fallen behind 
in the syllabus they had to cover. This meant that there was not enough time to convene a 
session before the girls had to get onto their transport or were expected back at home.  
 
The Parent Holiday Programme 

15 parents of teenage children who are also caregivers in children’s homes or 
community care organizations attended the parenting programme held over 4 days in 
June and another 4 days in September. These parents care for children in their own 
families as well as in the workplace. The first half of the programme focused on 
deepening self-awareness and giving participants a chance to explore their own 
narratives, process some of their own childhood traumas, and reflect on how these 
impacted on the way they parent the children in their care. 11 of the participants 
attended all the sessions and of these all but one engaged deeply with the therapeutic 
process. Group discussions revealed a lot of dysfunction in the organizations the 
participants worked for. For example, most did not know anything of  the background 
of the children they were working with in the children’s homes, and were thus not 
aware of the severity of their psychological wounds, and resorted to rejecting the 
children as “naughty.” Seven carers were suffering from severe fatigue because they 
worked long hours and never had time to care properly for themselves or their own 
families, and in many cases, this created family and marital conflict. By the end of the 
programme 6 of the 11 participants reflected on how they had grown in agency both 
in the work place and the family and not surprisingly the same 6 also reported being 
better able to cope with daily stressors of home and work. 
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Sophiatown East 
 

 

 
 
 
Individual and Family-based Counselling 
 
522 clients were seen in the Bertrams office in 2019, and as the graph below illustrates, half  
were children and adolescents up to the age of 18.The bulk of the rest of the clients is made 
up of women of childbearing and child-rearing age, with only 5 clients being over the age of 
60. While the gender distribution in the age range of 0 to 18 years is 54% female, this figure 
rises to 83% in the adult age groups. It is also interesting that in the age group of 46-60, there 
is again an increase, albeit a relatively small one, in the number of male clients, possibly due 
to the greater likelihood of women leaving their partners in this age cohort, forcing men to 
take over parenting roles.  
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There has been a slight increase in the number of South African clients seen in relation to 
migrants from other African countries- in 2019 these made up 44% of the client population, 
with the other major group coming from the DRC (41%). Zimbabweans contributed 7%, while 
Angola, Malawi, Burundi, Rwanda, and Nigeria made up 6%. 
 
The main presenting problem continues to be, as has been noted for years, material need 
related to extreme poverty, as well as requests for assistance with accessing documentation, 
and basic health, education, and protection services. Very few of the migrant clients seen in 
the Bertrams centre have refugee status. Most are asylum-seekers who have been awaiting 
outcomes of their applications or appeals for many years, and as such cannot access child 
support or disability grants, which recognized refugees are at least in theory entitled to. With 
conditions of life deteriorating year on year the struggle for food and shelter becomes ever 
more desperate with more and more women resorting to selling the only commodity they 
have- their bodies. Legal, humanitarian, and social interventions (such as appealing to a school 
to take in a child, or the Department of Home Affairs to issue papers to children) take 
inordinate amounts of time and energy. The basic principle, however, is that such 
interventions will only be made if they complement the therapeutic process, which means 
that clients must commit to counselling first. 
 
Not surprisingly therefore daily stressors and exposure to traumatic events related to forced 
displacement, social exclusion, and extreme material need posed the dominants risk to social 
and emotional well-being of this client population. These include the violent deaths of loved 
ones in the home country or South Africa, exposure to xenophobic and gender violence, the 
constant struggle for food, shelter, and documentation. Levels of depression, anxiety, 
traumatic stress are remarkably high, especially in view of absence of any kind of hope for 
improved living conditions for migrant families.  
 
Despite the seemingly hopeless situation, the Bertrams team is always amazed at the positive 
changes it is privileged to witness in even the most depressed and deprived families. The 
greatest improvements were noted in the ability to make use of external support systems 
mainly in the form of extended social networks, in the renewal of  courage and energy to take 
up the daily battle for survival, and with this in the reduction of symptoms of anxiety and 
depression. Accompanied with this often comes a more positive engagement with children 
and other family members. A significant number of clients have also made efforts to improve 
their skills by attending short skills or language courses offered by the one or two surviving 
partner organizations.  
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Most of the children seen for individual and or group interventions are identified during the 
counselling process with their mothers. The loss of parents and siblings in violent attacks, the 
traumatic experience of being ripped away from their homes and familiar environments at a 
moment’s notice, and the hostility they receive in all areas of their lives in South Africa, leave 
children bewildered, traumatized, unable to cope at school, and often with behavioural 
problems their caregivers find difficult to understand or deal with.  
 
The greatest changes noted in the children so far has been in the degree to which they feel 
emotionally contained and supported, their ability to name feelings, their growth in empathy, 
their confidence to do things for themselves, and  express their needs and opinions.  
Symptoms of anxiety and depression were also markedly diminished. Outside of the 
counselling space, parents (and sometimes teachers) reported improved behaviour at home 
and at school. Many of the parents of the children in this cohort also attended the Parent 
Lekgotla and from their monthly check-ins we were able to deduce that in at least half of the 
cases there was more active parenting taking place in the home.  
 
However, it must also be noted that external conditions constantly threaten to undermine 
therapeutic gains, and the team is often faced with agonizing dilemmas and act on the 
principle of “least harm” as the following story indicates 

Lolie is a 38-year-old mother of two children under the age of 5. Her husband traded goods 
between South Africa and the DRC and was killed in an accident in the DRC. He was buried by 
his family in her absence. His death left her destitute and she gave birth to her daughter on the 
streets. She was then admitted to the local shelter and was referred for counselling shortly 
before her time at the shelter was up. Lolie left the shelter as destitute as she had come in, 
with nothing more than a few clothes to sell. She has no formal education and appeared to 
have been rejected by her family of origin, who also accused her of killing her sister who had 
also migrated to South Africa. With no social support she moved into a decayed abandoned 
building in Hillbrow, inhabited mainly by criminals and with no legal connection to electricity 
or water. A home visit shocked even the tough Sophiatown team! 
 
For months Lolie’s attendance of counselling sessions was extremely erratic. Although the 
shelter offered to keep her older child in the creche for free, she refused this service and was 
often seen in rags, pushing a trolley through the neighbourhood with her children on top of the 
old clothes she was selling. 
 
As her relationship with her counsellor deepened, Lolie’s attendance and punctuality improved 
dramatically. She started expressing her grief at the death of her husband and her anger at 
being left homeless and hungry with two small children. She attended the Parent Lekgotla and 
benefitted from building relationships with other women who were also selling on the streets. 
After the home visit, the Bertrams team considered having the children placed in care, but this 
would have deprived Lolie of all sense of purpose in her life. Instead the team negotiated with 
her that in return for putting a least the older child into a day care centre, SCPS would help her 
find a better place to live and cover the rent for a few months. In December Lolie was given a 
small grant to buy stock, with the promise of another instalment if she could prove that she 
was capable of extending her business with it. Within a week Lolie brought back R300 and 
reported that she had enrolled her 5-year-old in a local creche. By the end of December, she 
was able to pay the rent for a more acceptable room close to the Bertrams centre on her own, 
as well as buy more stock for her small business which she still runs from an old supermarket 
trolley.  
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Group Interventions 
 
Umoja  
The Umoja group for migrant women was 
regularly attended by 7 women, all of whom 
carried heavy burdens of war trauma. Although 
very strong supportive relationships developed 
between the women (they would meet outside 
of the group, share resources and information) 
they did not feel safe enough with each other 
to share their most traumatic memories of war 
rape and other atrocities that forced them to 
flee in the first place. Instead, much of the 
group process remained focused on the 
everyday traumas of migrant life in South Africa 
- the constant subtle and not-so-subtle 
violation of rights by government officials, 
social exclusion and the ever-present hunger and 
fear of homelessness that overwhelm them on a daily basis. A lot of anger at the lack of 
material support was displaced on the facilitators of the group who sometimes found this 
difficult to handle. Efforts to open up the conversation around this did not yield much 
progress, especially since the women saw Sophiatown CPS as the last resource they could turn 
to when overwhelmed by hunger and the relentless struggle for rent.  
 
It was therefore amazing when at the end of the year the group conducted its own evaluation, 
the results of which proved that despite the conflict for scarce resources and the resentment 
that the organization was not able to offer basic material support, the group had become a 

10-year-old Patrick arrived alone in 2015 to join his grandparents who had already fled to 
South Africa in 2010 after the murder of their oldest daughter and her stepson in the 
Eastern DRC. They were not aware that their second daughter, the mother of Patrick and 
his older brother, had been raped “hundreds of times” and then murdered in 2011 
together with Patrick’s father and that Patrick’s other 4 siblings were missing until a 
neighbour, who had travelled with the 2 children to visit relatives in Mozambique in 2012, 
called her and asked her to fetch the children. Patrick was critically ill when she fetched 
him from the taxi rank in a border town and was subsequently diagnosed with HIV. 
Thanks to the treatment he receives at the local hospital he is now an active and healthy 
boy, although considerably delayed in his development. Following the death of her 
husband and youngest disabled son, granny was struggling to feed herself and the 
children. For a while she had assistance from a humanitarian organization, but this has 
now dried up. She therefore made the agonizing decision to return to her deeply rural 
home in the Kasai province with her surviving son and Patrick’s older brother. She 
remained adamant that she could not take Patrick with her. If he were to miraculously 
survive the perilous journey on trucks, the many nights of sleeping in the open, and the 
long intervals in between while she would be scavenging for money to pay for the next 
ride,  he would certainly not survive in the village the family comes from, with the nearest 
clinic (with no doctors) 40km away and only accessible by foot or bicycle.  
 
The team finally agreed that it was in the best interests of the child to remain in the 
country, despite the further traumatic disruption of primary attachments. He was placed 
in care in January 2020 and his grandmother has since left the country. 
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deeply meaningful space. In response to the question “what has changed in the way you feel 
or think about yourself in the past year” the women had this to say: 
 

- Counselling has changed something in me. Now I can talk without crying.  I always felt that 

there was someone behind me, touching me. Now I feel safer. I used to be beat the kids when 

I was stressed. Now I don’t do that anymore.  

- I was looking at our photos from last year. There we look so sad. Now we can talk, we found a 

family here. Even if things are not well, we talk and laugh- that is like medicine to me.  

- I did not care for myself. I did not love myself. I stayed for a year without washing my hair. I 

was alive, but I was dead. I always felt irritable. Now I make myself look nice.  

- The first time I came here, we played ball. I thought it was a waste of time. Then I built 

friendships, On Fridays now, I wish it was Tuesday.  I cried all the time. People told me I looked 

miserable. Now I see that I still have a life to live.  

Most of the women in this group have been attending since 2018. When told that it was time 
for a new group to start in 2020, they argued that they still wanted to meet, even if without a 
facilitator from SCPS. The group was offered a monthly meeting space and refreshments at 
the Bertrams Centre for 2020, and we hope that they are now strong enough to continue to 
be a support for each other without professional facilitation. Most of the women are still in 
individual counselling. 
 
The Parent Lekgotla 
In 2019, the monthly Parent Lekgotla reached 21 parents 
(19 mothers and 2 fathers). The aim of this group is for 
struggling parents to come together to talk about their 
parenting concerns and coping mechanisms. Each session 
focused on a theme e.g. discipline; helping children learn; 
children and chores; safety etc. Parents were encouraged 
to first reflect on their own childhood experiences in 
relation to these themes and the negative or positive 
impact these had on their own development. Next, they 
shared their own parenting practices in the current 
environment and received input from others how these 
could either benefit or harm the development of their 
children.  
 
In the evaluation at the end of the year, parents reported 
that because of what they had learnt in the group they 
were less likely to beat their children for minor 
infringements. They also shared that they spent more 
time listening to their children and taking an interest in 
their everyday experiences. Strong bonds have developed 
between the parents which also helped participants to get 
a different perspective on their problems. Some parents also reported that they felt that they 
had a better grasp of their rights and were more able to assert them: 
 

- When I have stress, to avoid doing wrong things like beating the children, I put gospel music 
from my phone on. I will start singing till my children will join me. At the end the whole house 
will be transformed in gospel choirs. This is the way I am coping with stress.  

- When I first came here my children had a lot of problems. I did not know their rights. I learnt to 
socialize with different people regardless of countries of origin. They taught me a lot. I did not 
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know that one day I would stand in front of people, witnessing the goodness of Sophiatown. I 
learnt that my problem is just a small one, when I listened to those of other parents.  

- It is about standing up for myself. The group gave me the confidence. Like with the problem 
with the rent. I had the courage to report the caretaker to the owner when I found out that I 
too have rights, and I won.  

- I remember how we learnt to talk to our children, even when we are stressed. I used to swear 
at my children when I was stressed, but now we communicate. I am no longer the way I was 
before.  

 
Beautiful Hands of Ruth 
Beautiful Hands of Ruth is a Coffee Club for women who have been with Sophiatown CPS for 
a long time, most of these with chronic psychiatric conditions which are resistant to 
conventional therapy. The group chose the name as they identified with the figure Ruth from 
the Bible - a hard-working foreigner who was not recognized. The aim is that members gain 
self-efficacy by creating something with their hands that can be taken home. This included 
beadwork and other simple craft activities. 
 
Changes that were observed were that initial tensions in the group were smoothed out and 
trust in each other grew as members told their stories. The women’s confidence and self-
efficacy also improved as participants proudly wore things that they had made by themselves 
and complemented each other on them.  
 
The Suitcase Group 
This group for children who have recently arrived in South Africa was attended by 5 children 
(3 boys and 2 girls) aged between 5 and 8 years. After a total of 26 sessions throughout the 
year the group terminated at the end of the year. Through art and play the children were 
helped to process a range of experiences and feelings related primarily to forced 
displacement, absent fathers, social exclusion, and the lack of power in the family and school 
environment. The threat of hunger and homelessness was ever present in the group.  
 
By the time the group closed the children had developed a strong sense of connectedness 
with each other. They had become much more articulate about their feelings, more creative 
in expressing their individuality, and more confident in asserting their unique talents, 
interests, and personalities. Initially the plan had been to continue with the group in the new 
year but with more than half of the children moving further away this was not possible.  
 
The Observatory Girls Leadership Group 
In 2019 the Observatory Girls Leadership group was regularly attended by 13 Grade 7 girls 
who had been chosen as “student leaders” in the final year of primary school attended 
regularly. The rest joined a netball team later in the year which meant that fixtures clashed 
with the group time. These were Grade 7 girls who had been chosen as student leaders by 
their teachers and carried heavy burdens of responsibility both at home and at school.  
 
Critical issues which the girls brought up in the course of the year were related to the gendered 
expectation parents had of them in terms of household chores and caring for younger siblings; 
the challenges of growing up in polygamous families; diverse emerging sexualities; rape; 
teenage pregnancy and their roles as leaders in the school for which they were ill-prepared 
and unsupported. Betrayal by peers and teachers was another common theme, which also 
enacted itself in the group process when one of the participants shared confidential 
information outside of the group. The growth in confidence and leadership in these young 
girls on the threshold to high school and adolescence has been amazing, as they themselves 
have written in their final evaluation session: 
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- I was able to express what has eaten me for a long time.  
- I learnt that it is not right to judge people for their sexuality. 
- This place has given me the opportunity to show my emotions and talk about my week. My 

favourite moment was when we played games because games make me feel good, free, happy, 
and young. 

- When we spoke about gays and lesbians, I realized that hatred is not good at all, and that I 
must not judge people because it makes them feel small. 

 
 
The Born- to- Rise Group 
In 2019 the Born to Rise group for teenagers was attended by 3 boys and 7 girls. The purpose 
of this group was to help teenagers know and understand that they are important so that they 
can be able to make good decisions. Participants were encouraged to talk freely about their 
problems and what they are going through at home and within the community. As complex 
dynamics emerged, relationship building and respect were encouraged. 
 
The three main outcomes achieved were a growth in 
confidence and the ability to share experiences and 
opinions as evident in the increased level of 
participation in group discussions; the open sharing 
of feelings which emerged from art activities and 
reflected the youngster’s struggles at home, at 
school and in the community; and a remarkable 
change in the willingness to adapt to diverse 
backgrounds and personalities as well as in the ability 
to resolve conflicts.  
 
The young girl with the most serious psychological 
problems emerged as an authentic and powerful 
leader in the group. Another girl who was terrified of 
being judged for her sexual orientation came out of her reserved shell and built strong 
friendships with some of the other girls. A third girl who was referred after mysterious cuts 
were found on her arms, gradually learnt to respect the physical and emotional boundaries of 
others, and was no longer needing to draw attention to her own distress through disruptive 
behaviour. 
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The Play Group 
A play group for children aged between 6 and 10 was started in September 2019 and 
continued and expanded into 2020 with 14 children attending the sessions regularly.  The aim 
of this group was to give children from the most traumatized and deprived families a safe 
space and the resources to direct their own play. This initiative was enthusiastically welcomed 
by the children, who were often very reluctant to go home at the end of the afternoon. 
Although the facilitators allowed the children to pursue their own play interests, they 
introduced opening and closing rituals, 
which helped the children to bond with 
each other and set the scene for them 
involving each other in their different 
activities.  
 
There was change in terms of gained 
confidence in the group space and more 
helping and working together amongst 
the children. Furthermore, the children 
are developing the confidence to follow 
more their own interests in play and are 
learning to share materials, to resolve 
conflict and to apologize when they have 
hurt each other.   
 
The Children’s Holiday Programme 
The first holiday programme for the year was run over four days at the end of June. 21 
children, aged between 8 and 13 years, attended. This year there was a collaboration with the 
African Storybook team and Glynis Clacherty, who helped us develop our original 
methodology some years ago.  Sophiatown CPS provided the psycho-social and counselling 
skills which made it possible for the African Storybook partners to get much deeper and 
authentic stories for publication on their website. Sophiatown benefitted from the writing and 
publishing expertise of the African Storybook project which meant that the stories which the 
children finally presented to their parents accurately and authentically reflected the children’s 
experiences and emotions.  
 
Although this was a relatively big group of young children to manage, the structure of the 
programme (which provided a very good balance between guided activities, art, and free play) 
as well as the free but contained space offered by the House of Dreams, meant that there 
were no difficulties in managing the children. After the first day, all the children moved in and 
out of the various activities and play spaces with confidence. 
 
Despite some anxiety about working with an organization whose mission is product (in this 
case publishable stories written by children) rather than process, we were able at the end to 
assert again the confidence that “when the process is right, the product will also be right.” 
The stories the children told, illustrated and later shared with their parents and peers were 
profoundly authentic, reflecting on the one hand the manifold traumas of their short lives, 
their raw and up to now unexpressed grief at many losses of people and places loved and 
familiar, their struggles with survival under terrible living conditions- and on the other the 
amazing ability to transition into absolute joy.  
 
In her story, Sarah writes about the house she shared with many other displaced and 
marginalized people: 
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At least five of the stories are available on the African Storybook website as accredited stories 
and the others have been loaded on the website as community stories. 
 
  

 
It touches my heart  
 
This is my house in Johannesburg, the door is open. There is a curtain in the door. I live 
here with my mum and my brothers. 
This house is dirty and the glass for the window is out.  
When it is cold, my mum puts something there, maybe it is a blanket, but it is too small 
– we even use five blankets. 
In this house I think maybe there are 10 people. In the top there are Congo people and 
this side there are Zulus. They are bad.  
They say why have you got clothes that are torn and they say to my mother that she is 
like the devil and every day she flies up.  
That touches my heart and I feel bad. I think why, are they doing this to my mum. It 
makes me want to leave that house.  
 
I love to dance. We dance at school. I dance shake shake.  
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The Teenage Holiday Programme 
The Teenage Holiday Programme was attended by 14 teenagers who had expressed an 
interest in writing stories. SCPS contracted with Maren 
Bodenstein, a professional writer and novelist, to run a 
more advanced story writing workshop with these 
youngsters, all of whom were doing well at school and 
were committed to developing both their creativities 
and their academic excellence. The teenagers learnt to 
practice free, uncensored writing and to confront the 
inner critic by drawing it and then having a dialogue 
with it before symbolically banishing it. They were given 
random prompts to stimulate their writing creativity 
and shared the stories that emerged from them. 
Carefully observing and describing objects and 
situations was another lesson imparted, as was the art 
of developing characters and plot.  
 
At the end of the workshop the young participants were encouraged to work further on the 
various stories they had created and to send their writings to Maren for further input and 
development. Several of the teenagers have made use of this 
opportunity and continue to exercise their writing skills.  
Because of the structured and didactic approach, emotional 
issues that arose through the writing process were dealt with 
by the counsellors who also participated in the exercises. 
There would at times be complaints that the process was too 
dense and that there was too little time to play. One young 
girl hinted at sexual abuse through her drawing and was 
subsequently taken into individual counselling. The 
participants were free to choose which stories they wanted 
to share with the organization and which they wanted to keep 
for themselves.  
 
The writing process itself helped many of the teenagers to 
express feelings for which they have little or no other outlets. 
Many of the stories expressed the longings to be seen and 
heard, and the hopes for a future that has something to offer 
other than poverty, violence, and loss.  The adjacent poem 
was written and shared by a 14-year-old girl from the Khula 
Nathi programme, who aspires to many things in her future, 
including becoming a writer. 
 
Study Buddies 
The number of children attending the weekly homework support programme was smaller 
(24 in total) than usual due to the fact that we no longer had access to professional 
volunteer tutors. Instead the programme was run by a team member and three young 
people who have recently completed their matric and gave their time in return for a small 
stipend. All are from refugee families and two have been helped to access some financial 
support for their university studies.  
 
In the absence of “adult” supervision and support, the children organized themselves into 
study groups, and learnt from each other in addition to the three young tutors for help with 

 
Sitting alone in the darkness 
In the middle of the night 
Why can’t people see 
The bones of the dead?  
I was told that when a person passes 
They go to heaven 
And heaven is up in the sky 
 
Grandfather, grandfather, where are you? 
You were a good man 
Grandfather, grandfather I am waiting for you 
It’s been a while 
Come come along 
This is the perfect time for us to catch up 
 
I mean, you got to tell me 
How is God treating you up there? 
How’s life up there?  
What’s it look like? 
I am waiting 

  



27 
 

their academic work. There is almost always an atmosphere of quiet concentration as they 
make use of the art and learning materials available to them in the studio.  
 
During the holidays in June when the learners did not attend sessions, team members spent 
the Saturday sessions with the tutors, introducing them to educational games and activities 
which they can use to complement the formal homework tasks the children are expected to 
complete. This 4-week process with the tutors had the additional benefit of cementing the 
relationships between them as well as their commitment to the programme.  
 
When xenophobic violence once more hit the migrant community in the inner city in 
September, debriefing groups were organized, and the children very enthusiastically created 
anti-xenophobia posters. At the end of the year they also contributed artwork and written 
opinions to a campaign advocating for documentation for all children organized by CoRMSA. 
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Siyabanakekela 
 
Siyabanakekela (Strengthening the Wounded Carer) is a programme which reaches out to 
carers in communities and residential care settings, generally workers or volunteers at the 
lowest levels of organizational hierarchies. The aim is to facilitate a deeper level of self-
awareness by providing safe spaces in which these workers can unpack their personal hurts 
and traumas as well as those related to their work and working environments to build 
solidarity and support among carers and to impart skills relevant to each person’s personal 
and professional development.  
 
In 2019 we have continued to work with childcare workers from a local children’s home, 
residential care workers from a shelter for migrant women,  and started two exciting new 
ventures with community health care workers in the Lawley and Weilers Farm informal 
settlements, south of Johannesburg.  
 
For reasons of confidentiality we cannot identify the organizations by name or reveal details 
of the processes. The following is therefore a brief synopsis of the work done at the children’s 
home and the shelter. 
 

- 11 childcare workers attended monthly self-awareness and debriefing sessions, which 
focused initially on the participant’s personal life experiences and then shifted to their 
work in the child and youth care centre in relation to the direct interaction with the 
children in their care, the relationships on the team, and finally also the relationship 
with the management of the organization- each of which was associated with its own 
structural and emotional challenges. Significant progress was made particularly in the 
way childcare workers from the different units started working together, sharing 
resources, and standing up for each other when there was perceived injustice. There 
was also a renewed commitment to respect immediate supervisors and to refrain 
from gossip. Individual team members also made use of the offer of short-term 
mentoring and/or counselling.  

- The self-awareness and debriefing programme with the carers in the local shelter 
started in June 2018 and continued throughout 2019 with 9 sessions held in total. 
Over the past year an authentic sense of trust has developed in the group, not an easy 
feat given that most of the group members come from the DRC, a fractured country 
that continues to be beset by internal conflicts which are deeply entrenched in the 
consciousness of its people. While in the first 6 sessions the participants shared and 
processed much of their own personal trauma, the last three sessions focused on 
addressing the many challenges facing them in the work environment. Gradually the 
participants are beginning to be able to assert their own needs, to draw boundaries, 
and to say “no” when they feel that these are being violated. This is particularly 
important for their work with traumatized and destitute women and children whose 
very survival often depends on the mastery of the skill of manipulation, a skill which 
in the protected environment of the shelter can very easily become dysfunctional.  

 
Lawley Clinic 
Mpumi Zondi has conducted 10 sessions with community health workers based at Lawley 
Clinic south of Johannesburg in 2019. Daily these workers visit homes to monitor adherence 
of people with chronic illness, the health status of pregnant women, and the well-being and 
development of children. The first stage of the group process focused on the participants’ 
personal narratives and burdens of care and the awareness of the impact of these on their 
own well-being and that of the people they care for. It soon became evident that the younger 



29 
 

members of this group, many of them single mothers of younger children, had never seriously 
contemplated a life beyond the present moment. They spent a lot of time partying and 
drinking, while their mothers looked after their children. The older women in the group on 
the other hand were struggling with the financial demands made on them by their extended 
families. At the end of the 10 weeks, the participants reflected on its impact on their personal 
lives and that of their families.  
 

- I was very angry about everything and I never listened to anyone. I was selfish and I had to be 
heard but I didn’t listen anymore. Here I learnt to respect people. I was able to understand 
myself better and work on my anger. It improved my relationships with my children, as I am 
now a calmer person. 

- I didn’t care about anything. I didn’t take anything seriously and I was so sure I knew 
everything. I did not know where I was going with my life. I did not have any plan and I did not 
even know how to use money. I have changed- now I take my parenting seriously. I have learnt 
that I am a parent and I need to take my life seriously. This self-awareness journey has helped 
me to focus on my future. I have learnt to plan and budget. 

 

The full and enthusiastic support of the matron of this clinic has ensured that attendance was 
consistent throughout the 10-week first stage of the programme. Mpumi is already getting 
feedback about the change in attitude and work ethic among the community health workers 
who attended the programme. The matron has requested a similar programme to be 
conducted with the trained nurses working in the clinic, something we will consider for 2020. 
In the meantime, Mpumi will start working with the second group of the community health 
care workers on the self-awareness process later in the year, with the intention being to 
continue working with both groups on work and organizational issues in 2020.  
 
Weilers Farm 
In 2018 the sister in charge of the Weilers Farm Clinic heard about the Siyabanakekela 
programme being run at the Lawley Clinic and requested the same for the 30 community 
health care workers falling under the Weilers Farm Clinic. It was agreed that Mpumi would 
start with an initial group of 16 workers. A total of 11 all day sessions were held with this first 
group of community health workers. As always, the first few sessions focused on the 
importance of self which inevitably gives rise to intense emotional release.  
 
We were reflecting on the importance of communicating love to self and recognizing that the self has 
needs such as acknowledgement, appreciation, honesty, respect, empathy, and encouragement. As 
group members realized how little of this they got from others or themselves, many broke down and 
cried (Facilitator’s report) 

 
In the second phase the group expanded the process to relationships, the need for social 
interaction, the importance of establishing boundaries and engaging with people who add 
rather than subtract value to life. This also involved challenging participants to give and 
receive feedback to and from important people in their lives. A lot of unfinished business often 
going back all the way to early childhood came up here. Some group members did indeed 
have difficult conversations with people who had hurt them, while others wrote long letters 
to those who had died.  
 
In the final phase group members were encouraged to set goals for themselves and to 
confront self-doubt, inner critics, and other emotional obstacles of personal growth. The goals 
set by the group ranged from going back to school, studying further, getting a driver’s licence, 
travel, building or extending a house, starting a business, and making sure that children get a 
good education.  
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By the end of the 11 sessions all the group members had begun working on themselves, their 
relationships, and their personal and professional aspirations: 

 
With the self-awareness part of the process being completed, this group will in 2020 move 
into the “action” part of the programme; i.e. working on behaviour change through 
confronting and overcoming psychological obstacles while being held accountable by a group 
which has become a meaningful support system. This is the point when carers become agents 
of change both for themselves and for others.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Legal and Advocacy Programme 

 
Legal Advice and Interventions 
A total of 56 clients made use of the services offered by Sophiatown’s Legal and Advocacy 
Officer. In 21 of these cases this involved general legal advice on rights to services, and 
especially documentation, and a further 9 cases required interventions in the forms of letters 
of referrals to LHR or Section 27 when rights to basic health and educational services were 

Amina is a 33-year-old mother of 3 children. She moves between the household of her 
mother who stays with the children and that of her abusive boyfriend. When she first 
came into the group she looked “roughed up” with many scars and the face of a drinker. It 
all began to make sense when she shared her story. She had been in and out of abusive 
relationships, each of which ended with a physical assault. She was not able to manage 
money and was drinking heavily to escape from the shame of not having anything to 
show for the stipend she was earning. She felt that her mother was disgusted by her and 
felt guilty that she was burdened with the care of her children. When sober she also felt 
that her life was without direction and that this was harming her children. 
 
As the sessions progressed, so did the state of Amina’s grooming. She looked like she was 
getting enough sleep. She reported that she was reducing her alcohol intake, and this was 
visible in her appearance. She also appeared to spend more time with her mother and the 
children.  
 
She shared her dream of going back to school and completing her matric, owning her own 
home, and caring for her own children. She started making efforts to reduce her debts and 
was slowly getting to believe that her “ME” was worth protecting from abuse. This also 
resulted in her speaking up, especially towards the boyfriend.  
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denied. The majority of the remainder of the cases are long term efforts related to 
applications for resettlement, reunification, or repatriation as well as assistance with appeals 
and preparations for judicial reviews once asylum applications have been formally rejected. 
 
Training and Community Involvement 
The Legal and Advocacy Officer presented information regarding the rights of migrants, 
asylum-seekers, and refugees at a number of community events organized by the Outreach 
Foundation and Hand-in-Hand. In addition, Federica Micoli continued to provide a debriefing 
and information space for interns at Lawyers for Human Rights. Training on documentation 
was also provided to the Sophiatown and Bienvenu Shelter teams. 
 
An Indaba on the psycho-social impact of xenophobia targeting civil society organizations as 
well as government departments planned for November had to be postponed to 2020 due to 
lack of response to invitations- this possibly due to people being both fatigued with the topic 
of xenophobia following another series of attacks in September and overwhelmed with end-
of the-year work responsibilities.  
 
Advocacy and the Psycho-Social Rights Forum 
Sophiatown CPS continues to convene, lead, and fund the Psycho-Social Rights Forum which 
has 10 organizations participating in the monthly forum meetings, all of these providing 
services to and/or advocating for migrants and forcibly displaced families. A system of 
referrals has been created among the member organisations and information and resources 
continue to be exchanged between service providers.  In addition, the Forum meetings are a 
monthly space for mutual support between professionals who often do not find other outlets 
for their concerns, frustrations and can find advice and useful suggestions. 
 
At the beginning of 2019, an unofficial circular from the Department of Health made the 
rounds at the hospitals and clinics in Gauteng that instructed the staff not to assist foreigners 
if they were undocumented and could not afford to pay. The Forum joined other groups like 
CoRMSA in reporting the Department for unlawful instructions and requested that the 
Government issue an official declaration against its contents. While the policy was 
subsequently withdrawn by the Department, the Forum identified more than a few cases 
where medical and administrative staff of the hospitals had refused to assist not only adults 
in need but also children, putting them at serious health risk. 
 
With the aim of improving communication and adding a psychosocial perspective to the public 
discourse around migration a Facebook page and a Twitter Account were opened. Realising 
that members had a lot to share in terms of migrants’ stories it was decided to hold a three-
hour writing workshop. Unfortunately, none of the stories written during this workshop were 
published. However, the activity had a therapeutic effect on participants. 
 
It must be noted that some factors remain an obstacle to consistent and impactful advocacy 
activities of the Forum. These include the fact that participants do not carry major decisional 
powers in their respective organizations and are generally overwhelmed by the intense 
requirements of their work. It was therefore decided that in future it would be useful for the 
Forum, as a whole, to support initiatives already started by individual members and to team 
up with organisations which have already established relationships within the state 
departments. 
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Sustaining our Community of Practice 

 
In 2019 this project continued to grow its objectives of creating and coordinating support for 
NGO leaders in the city and developing and strengthening a robust community of practice. 
The theme for the year, My leadership, my agency came out of the leadership retreat at the 
end of 2018 and provided a focus for the various activities carried out under the umbrella of 
this programme. 
 
The Leaders’ Circle 
The name of this monthly support circle was changed from “directors” to “leaders” in order 
for it be more inclusive of younger and emerging leaders. A total of 10 sessions took place in 
the course of the year, each attended by between 5 and 12 leaders, with a total of 25 leaders 
benefitting from at least one session. Topics guiding the conversations were identified from 
previous conversations or current events and included themes such as “what if times don’t 
change”; the “critical tools of leadership”; “trauma and leadership”; “authority, presence and 
impact”; and “leadership and self-doubt”. 
 
Feedback from colleagues in the wider community of practice consistently confirms the 
importance of a space where directors and leaders can gather to debrief, reflect, learn, and 
give and receive support. A sense of not being alone, feeling understood, and having the 
emotional and sometimes practical safety net of a leadership community contribute to 
sustaining the capacity to do leadership work and act with authentic agency.  
 

- As I have often said, attending the DC is an important part of my self-care regime and one of 
the reasons for me not to succumb to burn-out. Coming close yes, but then experiencing the 
healing powers of yet another two and a half hours on a Thursday afternoon. 
 

Coaching 
A number of leaders made use of individual coaching sessions with issues discussed ranging 
from strategic direction for services, to stresses related to inadequate skills bases among staff, 
and more a more general need to talk through organizational management issues.  
 
Supervision 
Sixteen supervision sessions were offered to frontline practitioners in the sector. Although 
this is not a direct leadership support, it does in some instances serve as support to leadership 
and requests for supervision are carefully considered in this light.  
 
Debriefing 
Debriefing and emotional containment remains an important aspect of this project as 
unprocessed work experiences and everyday exposure to trauma affects the individual 
workers’ and the team’s capacity to stay energized, mentally, and emotionally resourceful and 
professionally effective. This is offered on request when an organization does not have the 
internal resources to provide such support or an external facilitator seems more appropriate. 
This offer was taken up by four NPO workers.  
 
Ethics Management Resource 
This initiative was introduced into the sector in 2018 to promote awareness and skills related 
to ethics management and to work towards embedding it into organizational and sectoral 
culture and practice. In 2019 this involved the following activities: 
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- Four Ethics Cafes were held at the regular venue at the Johannesburg Children’s 
home, each attended by between 20 and 40 NGO leaders and frontline workers. These 
followed the World Café model and were structured around the following themes: 
“Truth-telling: Lying and Ethics”; “Suffering as NGO Currency”; “The Ethics of 
Discrimination”; and “An Ethics Principle Vocabulary.” 

- The second Global Ethics Day Workshop with the theme Ethics in Action took place 
on 16 October and was attended by over 70 practitioners in the field. A 90-minute 
input by Prof Leon van Vuuren of the Ethics Institute was followed by three 90 minute 
breakaway sessions on “Key Issues for Ethical Leadership in the NPO Sector”; 
“Integrity of Services”, and “Justice, Vulnerable Witnesses and Ethics”. Feedback from 
the participants suggests that a grounding has been created for the intentional 
implementation of ethics management measures in organizations. 

- Ethics consultations remain on offer to organizations but remain slow to be taken up 
- Presentations on ethics management were made to the teams of two large 

organizations as part of their professional development programme. 
 
Leadership Retreat 
The annual leadership retreat was held from 30 November to 1 December and attended by 
14 established and emerging NPO leaders. This year it took the form of a creative writing 
workshop, facilitated by the published writer and novelist Maren Bodenstein, with story-
telling and writing, drawing, movement, and meditation being drawn on to connect and make 
meaning.  The process of connecting to stories, to selves and to each other was very gently 
led by Maren, allowing for much inner work to happen, and bringing insights and relief after 
an incredibly stressful year in the sector. 
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